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What is the Distinctive Contribution that the Society for
Hindu-Christian Studies Can Make in Facing Up to the
Problems before India and the West?
Francis X. Clooney, S.J.
THE Board of the Society for Hindu-Christian
Studies has offered a statement on Racism,
Casteism, and Religious Chauvinism that
manages to say a great deal in fewer than 500
words. It expresses solidarity with AfricanAmericans after the horrific murder of George
Floyd, a human tragedy which also shed harsh
new light on systemic racism in the United
States. It admits the endemic bias that continues
to poison life in the United States and India,
infecting our work too. On a different note, it
points also to bigotry against scholars who
bravely speak the truth of traditions. Still closer
to home it acknowledges that even in H-C
studies there is a power imbalance "in the
interactions between Hindus and Christians,"
not only in the past but now too. The murder of
Mr. Floyd, surely noticed more attentively
during this time of global pandemic, has thus
instigated the Society to expose the entangled

evils that begin in the sin of racism and extend
far more widely in every direction.
The resolves too are laudable: critical and
moral reflection on how we do our work;
diversification of the program at the annual
meeting and in the journal with sensitivity to
religion, race, ethnicity, gender, caste, and
creed; giving priority to panels and essays that
attend to minority Hindu and Christian
communities and probe the mechanisms of
oppression that distort the field of HinduChristian studies. It may be a consolation that
the Board statement resonates with similar
statements by other learned societies and
universities and colleges everywhere. Most of us
will be dealing with the same and similar
challenges in many other venues, too.
I laud all of this, though with some
trepidation. None of these issues is new, and we
have talked about them before and put together
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very fine programs dedicated to rectifying how
we think about such matters. We have a lot of
work to do, to make real our high ideals in a
Society that has from the start struggled to have
parity even among Hindus and Christians, and
all the more so regarding race and inequality of
all kinds. And what is it that we can do, that
other societies cannot do so easily?
I am therefore most intrigued by the
statement's closing commitment to face the
challenges and make a difference "while
drawing on the guidance of the accumulated
wisdom and ethical resources of Hindu and
Christian traditions." What affords us
distinctive space is our double grounding - in
Hindu and Christian wisdom and ethical
resources as interpreted by Hindus and
Christians, in India and in the West, in
disciplines such as philosophy and theology
alongside history, the social sciences and
ethnography. We rightly pride ourselves on
knowing the past and present of Hindu and
Christian traditions and their interrelationship.
This means that we can and should work in
two ways. First, we need to re-read our
traditions in light of the crises that plague us
today, reviewing the past with an attentive but
critical eye. In the face of the glaring injustices
that horrify us right now in India and in the
West, in cultures defined by Christianity or by
Hinduism, we need interrogate the sources for
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the seeds of our current problems, biases
evident and hidden in sources all the way back
to the beginning. With Hindu eyes on Christian
sources, and Christian eyes on Hindu sources,
our assessments will be all the more honest and
powerful.
Second, we need to critique the present
moment with a fuller knowledge of our religious
pasts. The present may be read as a kind of
rebuke to the past: the sins of the parents on the
heads of the children. But the past may also be
rebuking us for neglecting its treasures,
scripture and tradition, practice and experience.
Too often we have paid our traditions lip
service, praising and blaming them without
really taking the time to study them carefully
and then see the 2151 century in light of
wisdoms old and new. If we were better
informed, as we certainly can be, we might be
better disciplined, more detached, more able to
see through the passions of our moment in
history, and less inclined to allow the present
moment to objectify the past for its own
purposes.
Critique the Hindu and Christian pasts in
light of the glaring needs of the 21st century.
Critique the 21st century by the high standards
of our ancestors. This seems to be very
important work, and just the kind of work our
Society can undertake in its next 25 years.
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